Emphatic Competences of Future Helpers  by Milovanović, Radmila & Marinković, Teodora
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  128 ( 2014 )  66 – 71 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license. 




Emphatic Competences of Future Helpers 
Radmila Milovanoviüa and Teodora Marinkoviüb*
aUniversity of Kragujevac, Faculty of Pedagogy, 14 Milana Mijalkoviüa, 35000 Jagodina, Serbia 
bSingidunum University, Faculty of Media and Communication, Department of Psychology, 65 Karaÿorÿeva, 11000 Belgrade, Serbia  
Abstract 
Emphatic competences represent the central issue of communication competences, a stable personal disposition which indicates a 
prosocial orientation and the person's involvement in emotional exchange. Despite their importance, they are not paid enough 
attention in the education of future helpers. This research, the goal of which was to determine emphatic competences of future 
helpers, included 220 students of teachers' training faculties and 161 students of psychology from two universities in Serbia. For 
assessing emphatic competences, we used the EMI Scale Genc, Mitroviü and ýoloviü.  The results indicate that a number of 
students have a reduced empathy in all tested areas, as well as the necessity to pay more attention in education of students of
these profiles of helpers.   
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
There is a multitude of activities and professions, the essence of which lies in helping others. These professions 
are known as the helping professions, and in this context, we count psychologists and teachers among them. A 
number of young people every year enroll at such faculties, developing competences necessary for interaction with 
future clients and pupils, which should be helping, constructive developmental. In higher education, competences are 
developed cyclically in all course units, and determined separately for each level of study program as learning 
outcomes.  
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The concept of professional competences defined by the standards includes a whole range of competences in the 
field of helping professions (Gonzales, Wagenaar, 2005). Let us remind ourselves that competences represent a 
dynamic combination of cognitive and metacognitive skills, knowledge and understanding, interpersonal, intellectual 
and practical skills and ethical values (Schwartz, 2002, Pantiü, 2009). Since both psychology and teaching are forms 
of social interaction, which in modern terms implies a two-way communication, collaboration, dialogue as a work 
tool, respect for diversity, emotional exchange, etc, social-communication competences are in the very heart of 
professional competences of future psychologists and teachers (Semrud-Clikeman, 2007; Milovanovic, 2012). Their 
importance for the profession of psychologists and teachers is unfathomable. Studies on social competence very 
often consider empathy as one of the central measures of social-communication competence (Stueber, 2006). It is 
emphatic competences that establish communication channels, enable true understanding and acceptance of others, 
and are considered the most desirable attitude in interpersonal relationships (Dimoski, 2006).  
Over the last few decades, we could find many definitions of this concept in literature. Empathy is described as "a 
sense of caring for others, compassion and a sense of tenderness toward another person, experienced in the situation 
when one faces another person's suffering and adversities" (Batson, 2011.; Rifkin, 2009.); "affective response caused 
by the emotional state of another person, which is in accordance with the emotional state of that person, but not 
identical to the emotional state of that person" (Eisenberg, 1987; Farrow & Woodruff, 2007.)"; "the ability to see 
things from another person's perspective"  (Hoffman, 2000); " a complex reaction of one person caused by the 
experience of another person" (Stueber, 2006).  
While some believe that empathy is primarily, or even exclusively, an emotional process, others emphasize its 
cognitive aspect. Modern interpretations move towards the conceptualisation of empathy as a multidimensional 
process, which implies accurate social perception, decision making and adequate behaviour in social interaction  
(Davis, 1983; Decety, Ickes, 2009).  
It is believed that the capacity for empathy is a general human potential, but also that there are obvious and 
individual differences in person's willingness to manifest this potential. Despite the fact that no one disputes the 
dependence of empathy on the characteristics of the social situation, the nature of relationships between participants, 
and other factors, a tendency for empathy is viewed as a relatively stable personal disposition, which more or less 
directly points to prosocial sentiments and person's involvement in emotional exchange with people in his/her 
surroundings (Biro, Smederevac, Novoviü, 2009). Numerous studies show that empathy supports and improves 
socially adjusted behaviour and reduces agressive behaviour (Le Sure-Lester, 2000, Genc, Mitroviü, Smederevac, 
2005).
Recognising the importance of empathy in the context of social competences of future helpers, as well as the 
question of possibilities for the development of this competence in the process of education, testing the empathy of 
future teachers and psychologists seems like a relevant task, the more so because we do not know that this issue has 
been dealt with before. There are studies on empathy of teachers and students who get educated for some of the 
helping professions, the results of which are alarming, because neither teachers nor students proved themselves more 
empathic than administrative workers (Radovanoviü, 1993), as well as rare studies, the results of which are 
encouraging, considering the fact that students of psychology proved to be more empathic than students of non-
helping professions (Dimitrijeviü, Hanak, Milojeviü, 2011). Since there are no studies on empathy of future teachers 
and psychologists, this research has ambitions to open this, in our opinion, important issue.   
2. Research method 
Given the importance of empathy within professional competences of helpers, the research presented in this paper 
aimed at investigating the level and structure of empathic competences of future helpers - teachers and 
psychologists.  
Study sample: The study sample consisted of 220 students, future teachers, at the University of Kragujevac, the 
Faculty of Educational Sciences, and 161 students of psychology at the University of Belgrade, Serbia. The total 
sample consisted of 381 students (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Structure of the study sample by study groups, age and gender 
male female Age (M) 
Students-Teachers 24 196 21.6 
Students/Psychologists 2 159 22.8 
Total 26 335 22.2 
Research procedure: This research was conducted during 2010/11/12 on several occasions, and it was group 
guided. Students had 35 minutes to fill in the questionnaire.  
Instrument: For examination of emphatic competences, we used the EMI - Questionnaire for Assessing the 
Willingness for Empathy Genc, Mitroviü and ýoloviü 2007. The questionnaire consists of 42 items with a five-point 
Likert scale and includes four subscales: 1) ȿmpathy with negative emotions of others which implies experiencing 
the same, or similar emotion as the other person with whom we empathise, and the emotions in question are 
unpleasant - sadness, fear, shame, 2) Empathy with positive emotions of others which relates to the tendency for 
experiencing the same positive feelings as other participants in the interaction, 3) Empathy as a social role which 
indicates the person's willingness to respond to another's needs, as well as the willingness to assume the role of the 
advisor, 4) ȿmotional reactions provoked by empathy, a dimension that includes the indicators of emotional arousal 
in situations when a person is endangered, and it relates to the tendency to react with anger, or a similar emotion, if 
one estimates that helpless persons have been wronged. The scales of the EMI questionnaire have a satisfactory 
reliability, representativeness and homogenity (Biro, Smederevac & Novoviü, 2009). 
3. Results and Discussion 
Based on the original instruction for evaluating the results of the scales of the EMI Questionnaire, we first 
categorized the achievements of the total sample of questioned students by types of empathic competences (Table 2).  
Table 2. Distribution of the achievement of the total sample by categories and types of empathy 
EN – empathy with 
negative emotions of 
others 
EP – Empathy with 
positive emotions of 
others 
SR  –  Empathy  as  a  
social role 
RE – Emotional 
reactions provoked by 
empathy 
f % f % f % f %
Marked empathy 91 23.88 153 40.15 200 52.49 165 43.30 
Moderate empathy 136 35.69 102 26.77 151 39.63 140 36.74 
Reduced empathy 154 40.41 126 33.07 30 7.87 76 19.94 
Total 381 100 381 100 381 100 381 100
The largest number of questioned students, according to the results on the scale of Empathy with negative 
emotions  of  others  can  be  placed  into  the  category  of  reduced  empathy  (40.41%).  On  the  scale  of  Empathy  with  
positive emotions of others, the largest number of questioned students (40.15%) can be placed in the category of 
marked  empathy,  whereas  reduced  empathy  on  this  scale  was  shown  by  33.07%  of  students.  On  the  scale  of  
Empathy as a social role, the largest number of students scored the results that put them in the category of marked 
empathy (52.49%). Reduced scores on the subscale of Empathy as a social role were achieved by 7.87% of 
questioned students. On the scale of Emotional reactions provoked by empathy, 10.43% of questioned students 
achieved reduced scores, whereas the largest percent of students is put in the category of marked empathy (43.30%).  
In Table 3 we can see the distribution of the achievements scored by future teachers on the subscales by 
categories and types of empathy. 
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Table 3. Achievements of future teachers by categories and types of empathy 
EN – empathy with 
negative emotions of 
others 
EP – Empathy with 
positive emotions of 
others 
SR  –  Empathy  as  a  
social role 
RE – Emotional 
reactions provoked by 
empathy 
f % f % f % f %f 
Marked empathy 43 19.56 140 63.91 136 61.73 126 57.39 
Moderate empathy 85 38.69 55 25.21 70 31.73 71 32.17 
Reduced empathy 92 41.75 25 10.86 14 6.52 23 10.43 
Total 220 100 220 100 220 100 220 100
Future teachers show reduced empathy with negative emotions of others in 41.75% of cases, and marked 
empathy with positive emotions of others in as much as 63.91% of the total sample. In the domain of empathy as a 
social role, 61.73% of students can be placed into the category of marked, and only 10.43% into the category of 
reduced empathy. When it comes to emotional reactions provoked by empathy, the largest percent of students is 
placed into the category of marked empathy (57.39%).   
In Table 4 we can see the distribution of the achievements scored by future psychologists by categories and types 
of empathy. 
Table 4. Achievements of future psychologists by categories and types of empathy 
EN – empathy with 
negative emotions of 
others 
EP – Empathy with 
positive emotions of 
others 
SR  –  Empathy  as  a  
social role 
RE – Emotional 
reactions provoked by 
empathy 
f % f % f % f %
Marked empathy 48 29.82 14 8,62 64 39.63 39 24.56 
Moderate empathy 51 31.57 47 29.31 81 51.00 69 43.10 
Reduced empathy 62 38.59 101 53.15 16 10.52 53 32.75 
Total 161 100 161 100 161 100 161 100
Future psychologists show reduced empathy with negative emotions of others in 38.59% of cases and reduced 
empathy with positive emotions of others in 63.15% of the total sample. In the domain of empathy as a social role, 
the largest percent of students can be placed into the category of moderate empathy and 10.52% in the category of 
reduced empathy. When it comes to the domain of emotional reactions provoked by empathy, 32.75%  of students 
belongs in the category of reduced empathy.  
The achievements of future teachers were compared with the achievements of future psychologists in Table 5. 
The starting point of this comparison was the assumption that students of both profiles would show similar 
achievements in the subscales of empathic competences, but it was not so.  
Table 5. Comparative review of the achievements of future teachers and psychologists by categories and types of empathy 
EN – empathy with negative 
emotions of others 
EP – Empathy with 
positive emotions 
of others 
SR  –  Empathy  as  a  
social role 
RE – Emotional 




T %f P % T %f P % T %f P % 
Marked empathy 19.56 29.82 63.91 8.62 61.73 39.63 57.39 24.56 
Moderate empathy 38.69 31.57 25.21 29.31 31.73 51.76 32.17 43.10 
Reduced empathy 41.75 38.59 10.86 63.15 6.52 10.52 10.43 32.75 
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%
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By comparing the students by categories of empathy, we got a significant difference (F=1.159; p<0.001) between 
the students of pedagogy and the students of psychology in the category of marked empathy with negative emotions 
of others in favour of psychology students. Further analysis determined a significant difference in empathy with 
positive emotions of others between teachers and psychologists in the domain of marked and reduced empathy. 
Significantly larger number of future teachers (64%), compared to 8% of future psychologists, can be placed in the 
category of marked empathy with positive emotions of others (F=1.978; p<0.001).  
We also found significant differences in the category of reduced empathy with positive emotions of others: 
10.86% of future teachers compared to 63.15% of future psychologists, showed reduced empathy with positive 
emotions of others (F=1.969; p<0.001). While future teachers in general show marked empathy with positive 
emotions of others, future psychologists in general show reduced empathy with positive emotions of others. By 
comparing the achievements of future teachers and future psychologists in the domain of empathy as a social role, 
we discovered significant differences in the categories of marked and moderate empathy. Significantly larger 
number of teachers (as much as 61%) can be placed in the category of marked empathy (F=1.175; p<0.001), 
whereas a significantly larger number of future psychologists is in the category of moderate empathy (F=1.149; 
p<0.001). We haven't found significant differences in the category of reduced empathy. The comparison of 
emotional reactions provoked by empathy between future teachers and future psychologists showed significant 
differences in each category. In the category of marked empathy there is significantly more future teachers 
(F=1.568; p<0.001).) In the category of moderate and reduced empathy, there is significanlty more future 
psychologists (F=1.564; p<0.001). They do not express an equal tendency to react with anger to injuctice done to 
others and to actively engage themselves in order to help. 
4. Conslusion 
Given the importance of quality education of teachers and psychologists in the direction of the development of 
their empathic competences, the results of this research can be seen as alarming. On the EMI Scale for Assessing the 
Willingness for empathy, out of 381 students who made the total study sample, the largest percent achieved scores 
that put them in the category of reduced empathy in the domain of Empathy with negative emotions of others 
(40.41%). Reduced empathy with positive emotions of others was shown by 33.07% of students in question. In the 
domain of empathy as emotional reaction provoked by empathy, reduced scores were achieved by 19.94%. As 
reduced scores in this domain may indicate insensitiveness to misfortune of others, indifference to others and 
emotional isolation, such a high percentage of students, future helpers, in this category demands an increased 
caution. Achievements on the subscale of empathy as a social role, in which only 7.84% of students achieved 
reduced scores can, it seems, be viewed as encouraging. However, as this scale measures the cognitive aspect of 
empathy, without emotional involvement, these results can be disturbing as well.  
Pedagogical implications of this research could be reflected in a feasibility test on the inclusion of the assessment 
of empathic competences in the selection of candidates at the entrance exam, as well as in testing the possibilities for 
making a curriculum based on the acquired data on emotional competences of the candidates. Empathic 
competences would thus become real skills, not just concepts, the definitions of which the student should learn.   
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